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      Prologue

      
         The ball was coming straight toward him, right down the middle. It looked like it was doing ninety miles an hour. He had to
         go for it.
      

      Sandy Comstock, center fielder for the Newtown Raptors, lifted his left foot, pulled his bat back, then swung at the round
         white missile.
      

      Crack!

      He felt the vibration of the bat as it hit the ball squarely and shot it into right field.

      “Go, Sandy, go!”

      “Dig it out! Dig! Dig!”

      The cries from the bench and from the stands urged Sandy past first and on to second. He slid in a split second before the
         second baseman nabbed the throw-in.
      

      “Safe!” the umpire called.

      
         Sandy stood up and dusted off his pants, a wide grin on his face. Nothing felt better than playing good baseball on a sunny
         day. The past year had taught him that. It was something he hoped he’d never have to relearn, because it had been a painful
         lesson.
      

      As he readied himself to react to the next play, he thought back to where he had been the year before. Back then, his jersey
         had read Grantville Raiders. Although it was only the next town over, Grantville seemed like a world away from Newtown.
      

      There was no way to explain to anyone in Newtown what Grantville was like. Or what it had been like to grow up there. Newtown,
         with its neatly painted houses and freshly mowed lawns, sometimes seemed like another planet to him.
      

      In Grantville, most of the houses were duplexes or triple-deckers split into apartments. Sandy’s family had occupied a five-room
         apartment on the top floor of a three-story building that housed six other families. Besides the kitchen—dining room combo
         and living room, there were two bedrooms. One had been partitioned to make space for Sandy’s twin sisters to sleep on one
         side. His bed was on the other.
      

      
         With such cramped quarters, it was a relief to be outside. That’s where Sandy and the other Grantville kids had spent most
         of their time. Only the worst weather kept them indoors. Instead they’d played on the streets and in the dusty backyards.
      

      The only real patch of green worth playing on in Grantville was the ball field near the elementary school. Sandy had always
         loved the feel of the grass under his feet in early spring. He loved being out in the open space of the field with the warm
         sun blazing down on him. That was why he’d gone after an outfielder’s slot on his first team.
      

      It was hard to remember that he had come close to throwing all that away. But he had. And it would have been no one’s fault
         but his own if he had lost it forever.
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